
Cicero’s Lessons for 
Americans

duty and politics in the De Officiis



Quam volumus licet, patres conscripti, ipsi nos amemus, 
tamen nec numero Hispanos nec robore Gallos nec calliditate 
Poenos nec artibus Graecos nec denique hoc ipso huius gentis 
ac terrae domestico nativoque sensu Italos ipsos ac Latinos, 
sed pietate ac religione atque hac una sapientia, quod 
deorum numine omnia regi gubernarique perspeximus, omnis 
gentis nationesque superavimus.



– De Haruspicum Responsis IX.19

Let us be as fond of  ourselves, Senate Fathers, 
as we like; yet, it is not in numbers that we have 
excelled the Hispanics, nor in strength, the 
Gauls, nor in sophistication, the Carthaginians, 
nor in the arts, the Greeks, nor in the innate 
and familiar sensibility of  this land and its 
people, the Italians and the Latins, but it is in 
piety and religion and in this singular wisdom, 
namely that we recognize everything to be 
ordered and governed by the will of  gods, that 
we have excelled all nations and peoples.



– De Officiis II.3, 5 (trans. Newton)

Cum autem res publica, in qua omnis mea cura, cogitatio, opera 
poni solebat, nulla esset omnino, illae scilicet litterae conticuerunt 
forenses et senatoriae… Maximis igitur in malis hoc tamen boni 
assecuti videmur, ut ea litteris mandaremus, quae nec erant satis 
nota nostris et erant cognitione dignissima.

But when the commonwealth, in which I was 
accustomed to place all my care, reflection, and effort, 
entirely ceased to exist, plainly those forensic and 
senatorial speeches ceased to need recitation… In the 
midst, then, of  the greatest of  ills, nevertheless, I seem 
to have gained this good: I may commit to writing 
these things that are inadequately known to our 
countrymen and most worthy of  inquiry.



– De Officiis I.4

Nulla enim vitae pars neque publicis neque privatis neque 
forensibus neque domesticis in rebus, neque si tecum agas quid, 
neque si cum altero contrahas, vacare officio potest, in eoque et 
colendo sita vitae est honestas omnis et neglegendo turpitudo.

In fact, there is no part of  life, neither public nor 
private, neither forensic nor domestic, neither in how 
you conduct yourself  nor in your dealings with others, 
when it is possible to be free from appropriate action.  
It is in cultivating this that all honorableness in life lies, 
and in neglecting it, disgrace.
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a voluntary service, a 
kindness, favor, courtesy 

an obligatory service, an 
obligation, duty, function, 
part, office 

He is my charge.  It is my 
charge.  What does it mean 
to be a father?



– Charles Carroll of  Carrollton to a priest, 1830

“After the Bible, and the following of  Christ, give me, sir, 
the philosophic works of  Cicero.” 



Founding Fathers

Chief  Justice John Marshall ranked the work 
“among the most valuable treatises in the Latin language, a 
salutary discourse on the duties and qualities proper to a 
republican gentleman.” 

John Adams quoted its wisdom on two occasions 
in his letters: in 1803, Cicero’s image of  the public 
servant (I.86), and in 1811, a quotation of  Plato 
that “we are not born for ourselves alone” (I.22).



– President John Adams to “the Officers of  the first Brigade of  the third 
Division of  the Militia of  Massachusetts” (October 11, 1798)

“Our Constitution was made only for a moral and a 
religious People. It is wholly inadequate to the government 

of  any other.” 


